towards an inventory of Middle and Mixed arabic features: the inscriptions of deir Mar Musa (syria) as a case study
introduction
at the first international conference on Middle and Mixed arabic in 2004, a number of urgent desiderata were highlighted, one of which was that of databases, or inventories (répertoires), of linguistic features (Grand' henry-lentin 2008: xxii) . naturally, one can only subscribe to the statement that such inventories are dearly needed. unfortunately, seven years and two more aiMa conferences later, and despite remarkable progress in both the exploration of specific texts or corpora and the analysis of important linguistic phenomena, it must be admitted that the preparation of such inventories has not even entered the phase of collective brainstorming about their scope, shape or structure.
this lacuna is now beginning to pose serious problems, because the study of Middle and Mixed arabic has thus far produced so many relevant publications that exhaustiveness or even a global view, in embedding new remarks on the linguistic features of a given text within a larger research framework is no longer an option. More positively, though, we need to both develop practical ideas for the construction of a common frame of reference for further studies on specific texts, and provide a firm point of departure for more analytical research into specific phenomena. at the present time, however, some further diagnosis of the problem is appropriate. on the one hand, in the field of (mostly pre-modern) written Middle arabic (henceforth abbreviated to Ma when appropriate), descriptions of the language of specific texts are so abundant in the introductions to text editions or in other formats that any attempt towards exhaustiveness in this regard is currently futile. this situation is particularly precarious in view of the highly general, or even universal, character of many of the features of such texts, which cover a time span of more than a millennium and a geographical area that extends from Morocco to yemen and the Gulf. as a consequence, in any presentation or analysis of Ma features in a particular text or corpus, the choice of studies to refer to in order to embed data within a wider research tradition is doomed to be arbitrary, or at best accidental. it is usually in this way that studies on written Middle arabic texts tend to refer to an extremely varied number of studies on specific issues, as well as to a limited number of comprehensive studies that have rightfully obtained the status of classics (such as blau 1966-1967, blau 1982, hopkins 1984, blau 1988) .
on the other hand, in studies of present day Mixed arabic, the aim primarily seems to be to analyze, comment upon and interpret data against the sociolinguistic background of diglossia, code switching, and code mixing, rather than to inventory these data. as a result, such studies are usually excellent dissertations on fascinating facts and processes, but they are not always particularly easy to quickly consult if we want to compare our own data to theirs.
